Introduction
In 1982, Stanley Prusiner proposed the prion hypothesis to account for the unusual characteristics of the agent of transmissible spongiform encephalopathies (TSEs). However, his was not the only alternative hypothesis that sought to explain the strange behaviour of this infectious agent. At about the same time Alan Dickinson, later director of the Neuropathogenesis Unit (NPU) in Edinburgh, suggested that the agent might be a virino, that is, a piece of nucleic acid coated with host protein. These opposing views led to a controversy between two groups of TSE researchers.
In order to analyse this controversy, I will use a theoretical framework 'styles of scientific practice', which is extended from Jonathan Harwood's work on style. In the course of the controversy, divergent ideas derived not only from actual experimental results, but also from different styles of research programmes determined by different styles of practice. I will describe how the controversy proceeded during the 1980s and 1990s. I will analyse disputes over several significant issues such as the prion gene and infectivity of the prion protein, transgenic experiments, and the biological diversity of the agent. I will show that the way in which these issues were addressed by the two groups was fundamentally related to their respective style of scientific practice.
This chapter will also deal with why both groups of scientists adhered passionately to their own blend of scientific programme, and why they could not reach any agreement on the nature of the agent. I will show that the controversy was brought about by the confrontation of prion sceptics' 'generalist biological' style and Prusiner's 'specialist biochemical' style. The former focuses upon the whole mechanism of disease and the host, whereas the latter centres on particular molecules. The distinction between generalist and specialist styles is invoked by practitioners themselves to justify their respective way of studying TSEs. This difference of style has produced totally distinctive experimental systems and results. Even though each set of experimental techniques has produced valuable knowledge, the two camps still disagree on the significance of their adversaries' achievements. From the viewpoint of medical history, this controversy cannot be explained by factors such as the quality of the empirical evidence produced. Rather, I will show that in science experimental systems cannot be dissociated from styles of practice. Furthermore, I will show that one of these styles of research programme is better adapted to contemporary developments in biomedicine. This is vital to understand why Prusiner's molecular biological research programme eventually gained more credibility within the scientific community, even though the prion controversy is as yet unsettled.
Styles of scientific practice
Traditionally, the concept of style has been a tool for classifying cultural patterns in the history of art. However, some sociologists attempted to apply the concept to various sociocultural phenomena. For instance, the sociologist Karl Mannheim adopted this concept to identify a variety of social groups' articulated thought (Mannheim, 1953) . Mannheim addressed the question of why a specific style of thought with specific features is associated with a particular social group (for example, class, clan, nation and religious group) in a certain context. However, he exempted scientific knowledge from his sociological analysis.
More recently, a significant piece of work was produced by Jonathan Harwood. Harwood analyses how differently patterned cultures emerge and are maintained. His work embraces historicity of styles and coexistence of different styles of thought (Harwood, 1993) . Harwood exemplifies his theory by focusing on the development of genetics in Germany in the early twentieth century. He analyses the development of genetic research, and compares it to the social, educational and institutional background of different research communities. He remarks that national differences of scientific traditions were clearly maintained in scientists' practice. Furthermore, he demonstrates that different cognitive patterns associated with scientists' social background can be identified within a particular national context (Harwood, 1987) .
In his work on different types of genetics in Germany and the USA, Harwood emphasizes the concept of styles and claims that this concept
